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In a two-part study, we find that incentivizing individuals to recruit donations affects prosocial outcomes in ways not previously

investigated: by crowding out sincerity of expression and thus charity appeals’ effectiveness. Incentives impede individuals’ ability to

communicate genuine concern for a cause, which leads donors to be less generous.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Extrinsic incentives sometimes have perverse effects. For ac-

tivities that provide their own inherent reward, the introduction of an 
external motivator can displace intrinsic motivation (Deci, Koestner, 
and Ryan 1999). External incentives have been shown to backfire 
across a wide range of prosocial behaviors, from blood donations to 
volunteer efforts to environmentally-friendly behavior. 

Studies of this “crowding out” effect typically examine and 
quantify effort, persistence, monetary contributions, or rates of par-
ticipation as the primary outcomes (Gneezy and Rustichini 2000; 
Meier 2007). However, for many tasks, effort is not the only deter-
minant of prosocial outcomes. In the present research, we investigate 
whether, above and beyond quantitative measures, incentives affect 
the quality of work in perverse ways. Specifically, we investigate 
whether incentives will have a direct negative effect on an individu-
al’s ability to persuade others to support a cause. 

We predict that, ceteris paribus, the best advocates for a cause 
are those whose motives are pure. Without any incentive, a caring 
individual will express his true concern for a cause in a way that ap-
pears genuine to others. However, when an incentive is introduced, 
the same action becomes disingenuous—impeding an individual 
from effectively communicating that they care. Thus, we predict that 
by tainting their motives with self-interest, incentives will hinder 
persuaders’ ability to convey sincere concern for the cause. 

Further, we expect that others will be able to detect these quali-
tative differences in the sincerity of persuaders’ motives. Altruism 
is inherently about selfless concern for others and is normatively in-
consistent with benefits to the self (Darwin 1871; MacIntyre 1967; 
Batson 1990). As a result, individuals place a strong emphasis on 
perceptions that prosocial actors are sincere (e.g., Szykman, 2004), 
and are suspicious of possible ulterior motives (e.g., Fein and Hilton 
1994 Critcher and Dunning 2011; Lin-Healy and Small 2013; New-
man and Cain 2013). Building on this evidence that people are highly 
sensitive to the motives underlying others’ prosocial behavior, we 
predict that donors will be less generous when persuaders have been 
incentivized to solicit donations—even without knowing that incen-
tives were present—because incentivized persuaders will be seen as 
less sincere.

We test our predictions in a two-part field study in which sup-
porters of charitable causes attempted to influence others to donate. 

In phase one, 93 students from community service groups were re-
cruited as persuaders to make a pitch on video for a charity organi-
zation of their choice. Students were randomly assigned to one of 
two groups. In both conditions, persuaders read that someone would 
subsequently view their video and have a chance to donate to their 
organization. In the Incentive condition, persuaders also read: “As a 
bonus, for every $10 that the potential donor gives to your charity 
organization, we will send you a $1 reward.” In the No Incentive 
condition, this statement was omitted. Research assistants who ran 
the study were hypothesis-blind.

Phase two consisted of a separate online sample of 465 target 
donors who watched one recorded charity appeal (5 donors per vid-
eo). After watching the appeal, target donors read that they would 
receive additional money on top of their participation fee, which 
they could keep or donate any portion to the cause advertised in the 
video. Target donors also rated the persuader who made the appeal 
on 6 items: sincerity, genuineness, caring about their cause, commit-
ment to their cause, emotionality, and expressed feelings (averaged 
to form an overall composite measure of perceived sincerity; α=.94).  

As expected by random assignment, there were no differences 
in gender composition across conditions (mean female: 64.5%). In 
addition, there were no differences across condition in the length of 
the appeal (Medianincentive = 77.0, Medianno incentive = 71.5; t(91) = -.37, 
p = .71), the proportion of persuaders who mentioned that they vol-
unteered for the cause (incentive: 51%; no incentive: 43%; c2(1, N = 
93) = .46, p = .54), and the proportion that spoke about another per-
sonal connection, such as a loved one who had suffered from the 
misfortune that the cause seeks to alleviate (incentive: 21%; no in-
centive: 24%; c2(1, N = 93) = .76, p = .81). Further, there were also no 
significant differences in how much the persuaders reported putting 
effort into their charity appeals (t(91) = -.14, p = .89), how sympa-
thetic they felt towards their cause (t(91) = -.51, p = .61), and how 
uncomfortable they felt while making their charity appeals (t(91) = 
-.25, p = .80).

Consistent with our key hypothesis, incentives significantly 
affected donation amounts (F(1,372) = 11.53, p < .001,  = .120). 
Participants donated less money when the persuader had received 
an incentive (M = 8.45, SD = 10.07) than when the persuader had 
not received an incentive for soliciting donations (M = 11.95, SD = 
11.95), even though the target donors were unaware of the existence 
of any incentive.

Similar analyses revealed significant effects on judgments of the 
individual’s perceived sincerity (F(1,372) = 7.52, p < .01,  = .051). 
Participants judged the persuader to be less sincere when he received 
an incentive (M = 4.71, SD = 1.37) than when he had not received an 
incentive (M = 5.03, SD = 1.28). 

We predicted that perceived sincerity would mediate the effect 
of incentive condition on donation amount. Using bootstrap analyses 
(Hayes, Preacher, and Myers 2011; MacKinnon, Fairchild, and Fritz 
2007), we find that the 95% bias-corrected confidence interval for 
the size of the indirect effect excluded zero (Indirect Effect = -.85, 
SE = .34; 95% C.I. [-1.57, -.14]), such that incentives decrease the 
perception that the persuader sincerely cares about a cause (a = -.32), 
which in turn decreases how much target donors give to their cause 
(b = 2.66).

In sum, incentives may affect individuals in ways not previously 
investigated: by crowding out their sincerity of expression and thus 
undermining their ability to persuade others’ support for a cause.


